Just as general history has turned away from traditional descriptive and constitutional studies towards analytical, social and local history, so medical history has done the same. Led by historians such as Roy Porter, modern medical history has concerned itself more with the sufferings and afflictions of individuals and their social background than with the heroic achievements of the great doctors of the past.

Steven King is an avowed supporter of the Porter school. His book, *A Fylde country practice*, is a detailed study of illness and the practice of medicine at the grass roots in an area of predominantly rural north-west Lancashire. In particular, he is concerned to examine how the "medical market place" (a term reintroduced by Harold Cook) operated in those years that linked the Georgian and Victorian eras. He has scoured the local archives for Poor Law records, diocesan and parish accounts, personal diaries and letters as well as placing his conclusions in the context of the national scene.

The first part of the book, on 'Mortality and ill-health' in Lancashire, is a dramatic account of the appalling amount of illness, often accepted by the suffering as a normal part of life, that afflicted the population of the Fylde. Infections were common but a simple cut on a limb might lead to suppuration and go on to require amputation. The riding of horses was particularly dangerous but there were many other accidents which caused death, "collapsing walls, falls, drowning, accidents with machines, transport accidents, accidents during drunkenness, rabies, and particularly, fire". Ill-health was a "constant feature of the individual and family lives of Lancastrians".

How those Lancastrians dealt with their problems is covered in the second major section of the book, 'Responses to ill-health'. Here the detailed information culled by the author from local records is invaluable. Examples of medical relief by the parish, by charitable organizations, by private individuals, by irregular practitioners such as farriers and butchers, and by quacks of all sorts, jostle for the reader\'s attention. There is also a detailed consideration of how the "middling" in society sought to preserve their health. The increasing prosperity of this class led to an increasing use of medical practitioners and played its role in their emergence as influential medical figures.

The last part of the book deals with the 'Economics of doctoring'. The discovery of the account books of Dr Loxham, which cover the years from the 1750s to the 1780s, is a major contribution to the understanding of how a country practitioner worked during the period under review. Much of his work was midwifery, so that he could well have been classified as a "man-midwife", but his work extended through the entire range of the ill-health so common among his patients. The accounts also provide unique information on how he made his money, how difficult it was to get paid, how often he had to borrow and how he was also a lender. The period during which he was active may well have appeared to some as the golden age of the practitioner. In rural Lancashire, keeping a well-ordered household, possessing good enough horses for his work and other expenses led to the bankruptcy of medical men in some cases and severe hardship in others.

This book, brief though it would appear to be, is a mine of information. The author is to be congratulated on the extraordinary density of information that he has been able to pack in. It is an example of social history at local level at its best. It should provide a model for similar studies of other parts of the country during that period. All who are concerned with the reality of life for the "common people" at that time should have this book on their shelves.
